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Introduction
Repeated traumatic experiences in childhood and
adolescence continues to be a significant public
health concern. Those who experience complex
trauma are at greater risk for improper brain and
body development. Survivors of complex trauma
often do not respond well to traditional psychiatric
treatments due to the complex nature the trauma
and aftermaths of trauma have had on the body.
Effects of complex trauma on children and
adolescents can lead to dysfunction across many
facets of a child or adolescent’s ability to participate
in their daily occupations, especially formal and
informal education participation.

Site Description

Literature Review Summary
• Researchers consistently report survivors of complex trauma
are at a significantly higher risk for various mental health
diagnoses as they age (Gene-Cos, et. al, 2016; Goddard,
2020).
• Complex trauma survivors often only experience limited
relief from traditional psychiatric treatments and have
high dropout rates for traditional cognitive behavioral
therapies (Emmons, et. al, 2021).
• Chronic stress and nervous system dysregulation from
complex trauma cause over-activity of the hypothalamicpituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis. The HPA axis is responsible for
the release and regulation of the stress hormone, cortisol.
(Clemens et. al., 2020).

Learning Objectives Achieved

Impact of Elevated Cortisol Levels During Brain
Development
Structural
Impacts

Abnormal development of auditory
and visual structures
Irregular development of the
hippocampus

Functional
Impacts

Delays in language and cognitive
development
Poor socio-emotional skills
Maladaptive behavior responses

Table 1: Structural and functional impacts of elevated cortisol levels
during brain development

Capstone Project Description

Figure 1: Pace Center for Girls Logo

What is Pace Center for
Girls?
A free, year around
middle and high school
day program funded
by the department of
Juvenile Justice
Prevention Program.

• My capstone experience project was to create a guide handbook for future occupational therapy students and
occupational therapy assistant students to reference while completing fieldwork requirements at Pace Center
for Girls.
• I addressed core occupations such as basic activities of daily living, instrumental activities of daily living, health
management, rest and sleep, education, work and volunteer, play and leisure, and social participation from a
trauma-informed perspective based on interaction with the students at Pace Center for Girls.

Services Offered:
Pace Center for Girls offers academics, case
management, counseling, and life skills development
in a trauma-informed and gender responsive
environment.

ü Worked with clinic owner to become familiar with
the components of entrepreneurship and owning
a business.
ü Continued working with Pace Center for Girls to
build a more established role for occupational
therapy within this population.
ü Gained clinical experience with the adolescent
mental health population

Implications for Occupational Therapy Practice
• Occupational therapists
at Pace Center for Girls
can work with individuals
to guide them in learning
mindfulness practices
and coping skills to deal
with their traumatic
history.

Figure 4: Love you brain image

• Occupational therapists can guide development
of appropriate emotional responses, enhance
complex trauma survivor’s ability to self-regulate
their nervous systems, address sensory needs
that may be present, encourage participation in
meaningful occupations, and provide
opportunities for students to establish a sense of
trust within internal and external environments.
• Occupational Therapists could implement
sensory motor arousal regulation treatment
(SMART) at Pace Center for Girls as a sensory
based treatment approach for complex trauma to
assist the students in regulating their bodies.

Summary of Needs Assessment
• The students displayed various processing
disorders, significant delays in academia, various
mental health diagnoses, active substance
abuse, constant changes in family dynamics, and
students actively coping with aftermaths of
physical and sexual assault were observed.
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Figure 2: Example of ADL portion of occupational therapy handbook
created for implementation at Pace Center for Girls.

Figure 3: Example of Health Management portion of occupational
therapy handbook created for implementation at Pace Center for Girls.
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